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PREFACE 

Child welfare agencies from across the Nation have indicated that they are having difficulties 
coping whenever disaster strikes their communities. In response, the Children's Bureau called 
together a group of nationally recognized experts in the field of disaster preparedness and 
recovery to assist in the development of this guide. The guide is designed to help child welfare 
agencies prepare for and cope with disasters. The Children's Bureau acknowledges the efforts 
and invaluable contributions of these individuals. Each has also agreed, if contacted, to answer 
questions from child welfare agencies on disaster preparedness and recovery. 
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Disasters can happen anywhere and 
auytime. Whe&er the disasterr $ natural 
or man-made, when t mikw, it can 
cause problems in every phase of life. 
Although a disiwz can impwe a severe 
strainonevergmingandeveryoneina 
given cmnmdty, families, and 
especially the children in them, are a 
partiallarly wfnenbk group. 

For this reason, child we@c agencies 
need to dasign specific p b  for d i w t  
preparedness and response. Thi may 
require somespecialaffGntion and 
program that are necemry to emure the 
safety of children and the efkdve 
functioning of the agency during 
disasters. 

This guide will assist chiM welfare 
agencies in developing a disaster plan 
and will also serve as a checklist for any 
disastesplansthetmayhavebeen 
previously developed. The use of local 
child weme- 
agency staff and 
m-'J 
resources, ways 
to locate foster 
Eamili, the use 
of alternative 
fundig 
Sources, the 
effectiveness of 
inteweney 
ml-, 
and the necessary procedures for 
receiving dbasW relief fundls are some 
oftheissucsthafareaddressedinth~ 
guide. Uim' lives after the disster 
relief assistance bas mded are also 
discussed as part of dtvelqbg an 
effective cbild weifare agency disaster 
plan. 

This guide is modeled after other 
publicatioas and $uides on coping with 
diters. Thts ftrsr section, 
Introduction, provided infomution on 
whythisguidewascreatedandhowit 
may be used. The remainder of this 
guide is organized into four sections, 
described below. 

. W h y ~ G u i & W a S  
Devekped will address rile issue 
of why it is nezessary for child 
welfare agencies to develop a 
plan for dealing with disasters. 

Key Colngoeents of a h t e r  
Pkm identifies the critical 
components of a good disaster 
plan. 

. EiemeatsofauEffectiveCBild 
W e 8 t a r e ~ D i s a s t w B u n  
take8 a look at the various 
expectations for and roles of 
child welfare agencies. 

Otber CrMd lsspes To 
Consider discusses other critical 
and o h  overlooked issues that 
should be inchded in a child 
welfare agency disaster plan. 

It is important for child welfare agencies 
to consider developing specific plans to 
follow in the event of disasters because 
of the unique circumstances and kgal 
manda@s that surroondthemdthe 
clients they serve. The plans should be 
specifcally geared for each agency and 
the uuique circumstances that exist in the 
agency's arena. 



During a disaster, the expectations and 
roles of agencies vary. In the case of 
child welfare services, the t imehue  for 
preparing and implementing emergency 
services is short before, during, and after 
a disaster. This means it is important 
that a workable and manageable process 
be designed in advance. This guide 
offers insights into the various aspects of 
this process and provides suggestions as 
tothetypesofmattersthatshouldbe 
considered and, for the most part, 
included in any disaster plan. 

In many instances, the most vital work 
related to any disaster recovery is the 
work that takes place long after the 
initial recovery proms has ended. This 
guide highlights some important issues to 
remember and some issues that should be 
emphasized in any child welfare agency 
disaster plan. F i l y ,  the appendii lists 
other publications thaf may be useful in 
developing a Chaster plan. 

Why Design a Disaster Pkut for ehiki 
Wcrfare Agencies 

A child welfare agency could benefit 
from the design of a disaster plan for 
many reasons. Some include: Beiig 
prepared for an emergency, having 
procedures for delivering services, beiig 
able to assess the damages incurred, and 
ensuring the safety of as many people as 
possible. Bach of these is mison enough 
to have a disaster plan ready to 
implement. However, other factors 
make having an agency-specitic d i i t e r  
plan beneticial. Among these is the 
opportunity for an agency to quickly 
draw down allocated disaster recovery 
funds and navigate the inevitable road of 
red tape. A child welfare agency 
disaster plan is also needed because of 
the vulnerability of the client population 

and the mandates that regulate services. 
Having an agency-specific plan enables 
the various programs of an agency to 
have the capability to respond quickly to 
problems and needs thaf follow disasters. 
This helps restore a sense of calm and 
conaol throughout the agency-two 
critical and important elements needed 
during an emergency. 

When a child welfare agency develops an 
agency-specific plan, the benefits are 
more than just Wing prepared. For 
example, certain program mandates must 
always be followed, even during a 
disaster. Family preservation, foster 
care, and protective services are a few of 
the programs that have specific service 
and program mandates. Documented - - 
visits, interviews, case assessments, 
followup assessments, investigations, 
home visits, and case monitoring are just 
some of the mandated service 
requirements. By creating a process to 
locate individuals under State jurisdiction 
in the most trying of circumstances and 
themby continue the delivery of services, 
agencies meet and eliminate delays in 
establishing a safety net of service to 
those in need. 

Key Components of a Disaster Plan 

Reshaping Agency minking 

The fust step in developing a child 
welfare agency d i i  plan is to 
reshape the thinking that underlines the 
service approach. There needs to be a 
basic understaading on the part of child 
welfare agencies and staff that during 
any disaster, everything is different, and 
they must respond differently. 
Traditional service delivery and methods 
of conducting business need to be 
altered. Agencies must take a proactive 



approach to service delivery. Rmurces 
and services must be put in place, staff 
redeployed, and decismns reached in a 
nontraditional W i n .  

In a disaster, a chiid welfare agency 
should be able to i d d f y  and locate 
clients with special needs. Foster 
families, medically fca& M physically 
impaired children, Mia receiving 
family preservation m i c a s ,  and c l i  
participating in iadependeit living 
arrangements are some of those who are 
particular'i vulnerable. If a plan has 
been deigned to take into acoount these 
and other particularly vubrable groups, 
services will reach the clients in 
need regardless of the disaster or the 
geographical area that is affected. 

A child welfkre agency should also be 
able to identify specially mined staff so 
that their unique skills can be quickly 
accessed. Staff, both inside and wtside 
of the agency, who have special skills 
that could assist clients and the 
community should be identified, and a 
process to swMy access this staff 
developed. A procedure that cao 
identify and access 
resources inside and outside affected 
communities should also be a pan of the 
agency plan. 

When developing a d i i r  plan, the 
child welfare agency should consider the 
many facets of two important 
components-collaboration and 
coordination. Collaboration and 

coordination play important parts in an 
effective disaster relief plan. 

For example, identifying the units within 
a child welfare agency that will be 
involved in the planning and 
d e c i s i o a  process and the services 
that will be delivered are impwtpnt. 
Each unit in the agency should identify 
service areas where it could offer the 
most assistance. For instance, the family 
presavation stuff m l d  provide 
emergency crisis counseling, the 
investigation workers wuld interview 
clients at the emergency assistance 
centers, the family support m i c e  staff 
could help clients enroll and adjust to 
emergency housing or sheiters, and para- 
professionals m i d  asist client families 
in any number of ways. 

In addition, collaboming with other 
agencies and organizations to organize 
the most effective response can eliminate 
duplication in delivering services. Some 
local agencies such as the health 
depaMnent, school system, and mental 
health agencies can be part of a 
collaboration effort. Some national 
organizations such as the Red Cross, 
Salvation Army, or Catholic Chafies 
should be included in any collaboration 
plan. The Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) would be 
the Federal agency to include in a 
d i i t e r  relief cdlaboration. 

A d i i t e r  plan should identify h i c h  
services are to be accessed, and it should 
outline methods to deliver services to a 
disaster area. The agency should 
recognize that some existing policies or 
guidelines may hider service delivery 



and may require special provision or 
exception stam. 

A b t e r  plan should identify staff 
members who are to be part of the 
planning, response, and decisbmaking 
processes. A b ,  creating a system by 
which they can be quWy notified and 
then mob'llized to respond is a critical 
step. Issues relating to the staff are also 
critical in the plan 

At the same time, thought shouM. be 
given to the personal problems and 
issues staff may enmmkr during a 
disaster. That is, staff who are involved 
in providing disaster assistance may 
experience stress, fatigue, anxiety, 
personal h s ,  and property damage. A 
child welfare a$- disaster plan needs 
to inchie ways to remgnk and &dms 
these staff bws and problems. Some 
possiblewaystorddegtaffthtoughthe~~e 
problems are ineluded in the foliowing 
section. 

Two more critical compomnts to include 
inaditerplanareaCOmRnmiC8tim 
network and a loag-team support system. 
These two components not only provide 
invaluable assistance during a disaster 
but they are vital components to auy 
recovery and redevelopment effort. 

An effective child welfare agency 
disaster plan would incorporate varied 

importsntelemsnts,fromtll~uringtfiat 
t h e p h i s c u l t u r a l t y a n d ~ y  
sensitive to ensuing that the plan 
hcqmaks engaging the local medii in 
the efforts to educate the disaster 
victhns. Blemen*r of an effective plan 
are described below. 

An effective &Id welfare disaster plan 
should be culturally and e&nically 
sensitive. Attention should be given in 
meplanto~apurethatbdividnalsand 
Comrrrmniti~~inthemareasare 
servedwi&respecttocukalandethnic 
uniqwes. Consideration should be 
gmm to pfaciag bilingual staff in areas 
where appropriate, as well as distributing 
food that is co$lKaitp hlihr. Any 
messagesthat are bmadcast, t8kpbone 
hotlints that are used, or fliers that are 
distributed should be in the h g m g e s  

usedinthe 
comrmmity. 

Delkring 
Sen3ccs to 
Pwple Wirh 
special Nee& 

Delivering 
services to 

people with special needs is mother issue 
that child welfare agencies should 
addreas. F i i  innovative and 
effective methods of informing and 
delivering services to special Reeds 
c S i  can be chailengiag. Any printed 
emergency information needs to be 
designed so that indivi- 
withminimalornoreagingskillscan 
understand the messages. 



Services for individuats with disabilities 
must also be put in place. For example, 
telephone 
hotlines 
should have 
TTY 
capability. 
Because 
consistency 
and routine 
are major 
factors in 
stabiliig 
the lives of 
persons with 
diiilities, 
agencies 
need to, early on, advertise services and 
make them available. Some mvkm 
may needto bedelivered inthehomes of 
~Iientsuntilnolrmalcy~. 
Outreach also becomes an importaat 
conslderaaon. 

Afkz they have received initial 
emergency services, many familks 
continue to naed reassrance and 
support. Child weme agency staff 
should be prepared for longer vis& with 
ciients,as~willneedtotalkabOut 
their disaster experieaces. This is a time 
for staff to help clients uaderstand that 
theireactionsaremrmai. lbtkmeaad 
active listening can also contribute 
signifmtly to loug-term recovery Of 
clients, 

Making Service Access Easier 

S w i m  put in plaee for the special 
needs populations are also useful for the 

general population. These include 
support groups, mobile treatment 
centers, comuitants who are accessible 
by telephone, a d  mobile communication 
neLworks. All of these make 
service access easier for people affected 
by a disaster. In addition, the 
infinmation chid welfare agencies obtain 
fromfamiliesthroughtheseservicRscan 
help them w i w  dePw key staff to 
deliver vital servies. 

Enabling S&# To Amcnw& PanicQme in 
Communiry Disaster T- 

Another effective action for a child 
welfare agency to plan for is actively 
partieirpating in a multiagenq disaster 
team. This involvement should start 
with imeragency planning and continue 
through the service delivery process. 
The agency would benefit from 
C O I L S U ~  and coordinating its plarming 
with the State or Regional Office of 
Emergency Services. In this way, it can 
help betm rn service llGeds of the 
community and also help to eliminate 
any duplication in service delivery. 

Describing rhe Agency's N& 
Assessment muf Service Delivrry 

Child welfare agency disaster plans 
should describe how the agency's needs 
assessment and service ddivery will be 
mdinated with and housed in the 
disaster assistance cemm established by 
other emergency organizations. The Red 
Cross, Salvation Army, and State and 
local agencies generaUy establish 
emergency centers that can serve as 
m u l t i a g e n c y s h W .  The 
emergency assis'tance centers can house 
alltheagmeiesthatarepartofthe 
mukiagencydisrtstertemandare 
actively involved in the process of 



delivering services. These centers open 
immediately or soon after a disaster 
occurs and are most succasful when 
they are located near the affected disaster 
area. 

Child welfare agency representatives 
who are part of the community disaster 
team might suggest that the centers be 
housed in undamaged buildiigs (schools, 
community centers, churches, etc.) in 
easy to find and reach locations. If 
necessary and sometimes even more 
feasible, the centers could be housed in 
mobile type facilities (trailer, RV, etc.). 
Whatever the facility, the main 
objeuives of each center are to be easily 
accessible, provide some emergency 
services, be a reliable source for 
information, and serve as a visible sign 
of disaster relief and child welfare 
presence in the area. 

Setting Up an Administro~~ve Center 

In addition, another center, designed to 
address administrative and staff issues 
that arise, needs to be established at a 
separate location. At this center, 
multiagency disaPter team managas can 
meet regularly to make programmatic 
decisions, and the staff providing d i i t e r  
assistance and relief can "take a break." 
Ideally, the two centers should be 
situated in locations that are easily 
accessible, but not where they would be 
mistaken for each other. 

Making Child Gzre Available 

Child care should be available at all of 
the disaster assistance centers and is a 
vital service that child welfare agencies 
can provide. It is crucial that parents 
have an opportunity to apply for needed 
disaster assistance and receive 

knowledge that their children are beiig 
safely monitored. By delivering child 
care, the centers can offer parem a brief 
respite from child care and at the same 
time assess the needs of families and 
provide d i i  counseling, streas 
management, and other services, where 
appropriate. 

Establishing a communication system is 
necessary to provide disaster relief. The 
system should have the capacity to 
interface with the State multiagency 
disaster team network. A part of this 
system should be a coordinating team. 
This team must be able to reach and 
mobilize emergency-trained child welfare 
staff and provide them with vital 
information c o n d g  reporting times, 
location of the reporting centers, and 
instructions as to the type of assistance to 
be provided. Information about the 
availability of chid welfare workers to 
provide assistance should be shared 
among the centers providing 
services to enable joint decisions about 
specific emergency assistance activities. 

The communication system should have 
other significant features. Fist, it should 
include a toll-free telephone number that 
is accessible statewide, or at least region- 
wide. The communication system should t 

also have a method of informing the 
public that the telephone line exists, what 
the number is, and what services will be 
available. It should be accessible to 
persons with disabilities and should be t 

available 24 hours a day, for whatever 
period of time is necessary, immediately 
following the disaster. 



Engaging the Local Uass Media in Re114 
Emm 

Child welfare agencies need to take an 
active approach to engage the local mass 
media in assistiag in the efforts to 
educate, deliver information and 
important armouncements, and serve as 
an outlet for the d i  of vital 
child welfare information. Prepared 
out l i i  of news releases likely to be 
needed after a disaster can help m this 
effort. 

Implementing a System To and 
Znvolve S iq fand  Volunteers 

There also needs to be a system to 
idemify, mobilize, and invoke the child 
welfare staff from throughout the State, 
notjuststaffinthedbmbrarea. Mutual 
aid agreements with agmcies in 
neighbor& counties are highly 
recommended. Once child welfare staff 
from other patB of the State are in the 
disaster area, a system to rotate local and 
nonlocal staff 
through the 
service 
delivery 
system can be 
implemented. 
Staff should 
not only 
deliver 
services but 
also be a part 
of conductina 
wmmu&y &sings for the purpose of 
sharing and gathering information. 
Another vital component that should be 
included in this part of a disaster plan is 
a debriefmg process for staff as they 
complete their tours-ofduty . This 
provides the disaster response staff and 
the child weme managers wfth 

opportunities to exchange important 
information and relieve some disaster- 
related stress. 

In addiin to mobilizing nonlocal staff 
to respond to disasters, the child welfare 
agency should also identify people who 
liveinthecommunilyandother 
volunteers who might be resources. The 
people from the wmmunity should be, 
for the most part, recognizable, 
acceptable, and viable members of each 
of the affected communities (i.e., clergy, 
community program staff). Local 
volunteer agencies can be contacted to 
assist in the effort to solicit and screen 
vobteas. These volunteers should 
receive training and also be enwuraged 
to become valuable assets in emergency 
situations. A number of these 
individuals from various rmmmmm . . 
can be identified, trained, and maintained 
on file for use m just such a situation. 

Other Critical Issues To W i r  

Several other important issues should be 
addressed in a child welfare agency 
disaster plan. The plan should include a 
process that treats child welfare staff as 
possible disaster victims. Staff should be 
encouraged to design a personal diter 
plan that includes collecting emergency 
supplies for their personal use (home and 
office) and developing a personal 
evacuation plan. Staff should arrange to 
have a personal contact person in another 
area of their State of residence or 
another State who will provide 
information and directions to their family 
members affected by the disaster. In 
addition, stress management and disaster 



c0ullseSmg should be avgiiable to staff 
and their famiW. 

Dnining Foster Pmttus 

A child welfare disaster plan should 
include training for foster parents, 
prospective faster parents, and the staff 
of residential care % i  on what to 
do if a disaster occurs. Licensed group 
homes and residential care facilities 
should have existing requiremeats to 
develop disaster plans. Child welfare 
agencies should deairgn a proms to 
monitor compliance with those 
requiream%. F o s a  parmts should 
specify h e r e  they will go and how they 
canbeooatactediftheymustevacuIgeor 
they become. homeless following a 
disaster. In addition, printed marials 
from Federal, State, or Regional Offices 
of the Emergency Seaviees should 
periodiealky be sent to foster parents and 
residential faciSities to assist in disaster 
plamimg and to uadate tl@m on 
procedures to follow and phone numbers 
to call in the event of a dbstez. 

The agency needs to design a procedure 
thatallowsanmftiagencyreviewof 
funding for d i i  recovery. Included 
in the process is a fiscal auditing trail for 
a l l ~ r e s r e l a t i n g t o s e r v i c e s ,  
goods, and supplies delivered as a rest& 
of the disaster. This procedure must 
incorporate a review of what type of 
expenditurea are b W l e  to the Federal 
government and which are biilable to 
each agency. 

It is strongly recammended that all staff 
working as emergency workers complete 
time cards. These can serve as an audit 

nail for lata reimbumnlent. Thi will 
make the procedure for filing a chim for 
reimburseanent from disasber funds a f e r  

to support and 
i:E>i* .......... 

eqedii the 
neportins: 
process. Ill 
addition, there 
should be a 
review of which 
sembs are to 
be. offered by 

the local Red Cross, because this can- 
vary from location to location. 

Once it d d i  a plan for disasters, the 
child welfaza agcney needs to develop a 
procadUte to practice rhc plan. The 
practice drill shW indude a method of 
identifying the type of disaster being . 
~ , t h e a g s s t o i m p k n e n t  
vatLoPls~efforts ,wdhowtobest  
mobilizerhestaPfandmileestobe 
delivered. PKAgrammiceStaffand 
maglg82$ .~ tod i s s s terdut l c s  
should be a part of all disastg practice 
drills. Once the practice drills have 
t9kglpkce, theaarticipm should 
discnss wiers to effective 
implementation and offer suggestions that 
cnlMbeincorporaredtohproverhe 
overall plan. Then are some States and 
~ e s w h i c h ~ ~ m e y  
disaster drills. The child welfare agency 
should be included in tiwe drills. 

It is also important that the agency wign 
responsibility for h e  mahmmm of a 
disaster plan once it is developed. This 
isnecessarybceausefartaooftenplans 
are developea only to be put aside and 



then found to be out of date when they 
are needed. 

For the vulnerable children and families 
in the child welfare system, a disaster 
and the increased mess it brings can 
seriously undermine efforts aimed at 
family preservation andlor permanency 
planning. A developed and tested child 
welfare disaster plan increases the 
likeliiood that the needs of children and 
their families can be met during this 
stressful time. 
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SELECTED RESOURCE MATERIALS 

MATERIALS AVAILABLE FROM: 

Federal Emergency Management Agency 
P.O. Box 70274 
Washington, DC 20024 

"Response to Hurricane Hugo and the Loma Prieta Earthquake: Evaluation and Lessons 
Learned. " Federal Emergency Management Agency. 

"The Emergency Preparedness Materials Catalog." Federal Emergency Management Agency. 

MATERlALS AVAILABLE FROM: 

National Institute of Mental Health 
Disaster Assistance and Emergency Mental Health 
5600 Fishers Lane 
Rockville, MD 20857 

"Manual for Child Health Workers in Major Disasters." National Institute of Mental Health. 

"Training Manual for Human Service Workers in Major Disasters." National Institute of Mental 
Health. 

MATERIALS AVAILABLE FROM: 

American Red Cross National Headquarters 
Disaster Services Division 
431 18th Street, N.W. 
Washington, DC 20006 

"Natural Hazards Risk Profile: Hurricanes, Floods, Tornadoes, Lightning, and Earthquakes." 
The American Red Cross. 

"Talking Points for Disaster Education Presentations: Earthquake Safety, Flood and Flash Flood 
Safety, Hurricane Safety, Residential Fire Safety, and Tornado Safety." The American Red 
Cross. 


